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ABSTRACT 

.In this report, the General Accounting Office (GAO) examined 
how different states are implementing the work requirements and time limits 
called, for by the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program. 

Data were collected from site visits in 4 states, telephone interviews with 
TANF officials in 8 additional states, and a survey administered to TANF 
officials in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. During fall 2001, 
states were providing cash assistance funded by. federal TANF or. state 
maintenance-of-ef f ort (MOEj dollars to 2.1 million families .■ For one-third of 
the cash assistance caseload, only the children in families received 
assistance . Almost' all states met or exceeded their adjusted required work 
participation rate in fiscal 2000. Among the states, fiscal 2000 federal 
participation rates ranged from about 6% to more than 70%. States excluded 
about 11% of- the 1.4 million families with adult receiving cash assistance. 
Time limit exclusions were generally targeted toward families considered hard 
to employ, families that were working but not earning enough to leave TANF, 
and families that were cooperating with program requirements but had not yet 
found employment. Nine appendixes contain data on states* funding choices, 
separate state program caseloads and characteristics, state-defined work 
rates, and work requirements. (Contains 12 tables.) (MN) 
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Accountability * Integrity * Reliability 



United States General Accounting Office 
Washington, DC 20548 



July 5, 2002 

The Honorable Wally Herger 
Chairman, Subcommittee on Human Resources 
Committee on Ways and Means 
House of Representatives 

Dear Mr. Chairman: 

The 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act (PRWORA) significantly changed federal welfare policy for low- 
income families with children, building upon and expanding state-level 
reforms. As part of PRWORA the Congress created the Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant to replace the previous 
welfare program and help welfare recipients transition into employment. 
To this end, states are required to enforce work requirements, and states 
face financial penalties if a minimum percentage of adults receiving cash 
assistance do not participate in work or work activities each year. This 
federal participation rate requirement increased each year, reaching 
50 percent for all families in fiscal year 2002. When PRWORA established 
these federally required participation rates, it also allowed them to be 
adjusted downward, through a “caseload reduction credit,” if a state’s 
caseload declined. This provision reduces the participation requirement 
for those states where the welfare caseload declines. In addition to work 
requirements, TANF places a 60 month lifetime limit on the amount of 
time families with adults can receive cash assistance. To receive its TANF 
block grant, each state must also spend at least a specified amount of its 
own funds, referred to as state maintenance-of-effort (MOE) funds. 

The law allows states considerable flexibility to exclude families from 
work requirements and time limits. Work requirements and time limits 
apply only to families with an adult receiving aid, not to cases where only 
children receive cash assistance (child-only cases). In addition, states may 
provide cash assistance to families and exempt them from work 
requirements and time limits by using state MOE in specified ways, such 
as through a state program other than their TANF program, referred to as 
separate state programs. In addition, states can extend federal time limits 
for up to 20 percent of their families receiving assistance. 

As the Congress considers reauthorization of TANF, you asked us to 
determine and assess the states’ implementation of these work 
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requirements and time limits. More specifically, you asked us to determine 
(1) the number of families, including child-only cases, receiving cash 
assistance funded by federal TANF and state MOE; (2) how states made 
use of work requirement flexibility; and (3) the number of families states 
have excluded from time limits. The information we gathered came from 
site visits in 4 states, telephone interviews with TANF officials in 8 other 
states, and a survey administered to TANF officials in all 50 states and the 
District of Columbia. 1 We conducted our work from August 2001 through 
June 2002, in accordance with generally accepted government auditing 
standards. 



Results in Brief 



States provided cash assistance funded by federal TANF or state MOE 
dollars to 2.1 million families in the fall of 2001. 2 For over 736,000 of these 
families, or one-third of the cash assistance caseload, only the children in 
the family received assistance. When only children receive benefits, it is 
typically because they are being cared for by someone who is not then- 
parent (e.g., grandparents or other relatives) or their parents are 
noncitizens ineligible for cash assistance. Because no adult in these cases 
receives TANF or MOE, work requirements and time limits do not apply. 

With the flexibility allowed states, the percentage of adults in work or 
work-related activities varied greatly among the states. Because of the 
dramatic declines in welfare caseloads that have occurred since 1996, 
states have generally faced greatly reduced participation rate requirements 
for their TANF programs. For example, in fiscal year 2000, caseload 
reduction credits reduced required rates from 40 percent (the required 
rate) to 0 in 31 states. As a result, states have increased flexibility to 
determine the numbers of adults required to be involved in work or work 
activities. Almost all states met or exceeded their adjusted required rate in 
fiscal year 2000. However, the fiscal year 2000 federal participation rates 
varied tremendously among the states, ranging from about 6 percent to 
more than 70 percent. 



'We visited California, Illinois, Maryland, and New York and conducted telephone 
interviews with Colorado, Hawaii, Florida, Michigan, Massachusetts, Mississippi, Texas, 
and Wisconsin. The states were selected to represent a range of factors, including variation 
in caseload size and in TANF program funding choices. The survey had a 100 percent 
response rate, although each state did not respond to all questions. 

^his represents the number of families receiving cash assistance during 1 month between 
October and December of 2001. 
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States excluded about 154,000 families from federal or state time limits. 
This number represents 11 percent of the 1.4 million families with an adult 
receiving cash assistance. By using the 20 percent time limit extension or 
their MOE funds, states generally targeted time limit exclusions to families 
they considered hard to employ, families who were working but not 
eanung enough to move off of TANF, and families that were cooperating 
with program requirements but had not yet found employment. The 
number of families excluded from time limits may increase in the future 
because most families have not yet reached their federal or state-imposed 
cash assistance time limit. Only about one-third of the states have begun 
using the federal 20 percent time limit extension for families who reached 
the 60 month federal time limit. In addition to the 20 percent extension, 
state officials we spoke with said that they will rely more heavily on state 
MOE to extend families’ time on assistance in the future. 



Background PRWORA made sweeping changes to national welfare policy, creating 

TANF and ending the federal entitlement to assistance for eligible needy 
families with children under Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC). The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) 
administers the TANF block grant program, which provides states with up 
to $16.5 billion each year through fiscal year 2002. TANF was designed to 
help needy families reduce their dependence on welfare and move toward 
economic independence. The law also greatly increased the discretion 
states have in the design and operation of their welfare programs, allowing 
states to determine forms of aid and the categories of families eligible for 
aid. TANF establishes time limits and work requirements for adults 
receiving aid and requires states to sustain 75 to 80 percent of their 
historic level of welfare spending through a MOE requirement. In addition, 
TANF gives states funding flexibility, which allows states to exclude some 
families from federal time limits and work requirements. 



TANF Establishes Time 
Limits and Work 
Requirements for Adults 
Receiving Aid 



TANF establishes a 60 month time limit for families receiving aid. States 
have the option of establishing shorter time limits for families in their 
state. A state that does not comply with the TANF time limit can be 
penalized by a 5 percent reduction in its block grant. While the intent of 
TANF is to provide temporary, time-limited aid, federal time limits do not 
apply to all forms of aid or to all families receiving aid. First, states are 
only to count toward the 60 month time limit any month in which an 
individual receives a service or benefit considered “assistance,” which is 
defined in the TANF regulations as cash or other forms of benefits 
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